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SUMMARY 
 
The domestic political developments in Belarus in the fourth quarter of 
2008, took shape against the backdrop of the 28 September 
parliamentary elections, which the EU had set as a benchmark for 
normalising relations. Whilst the Belarusian authorities have succeeded 
in obtaining some incentives from the European Union and made further 
efforts in improving the negative image of Belarus, the West has 
embarked on the road of gradual re-engagement and progressive 
interaction with Belarus.  
 
The analysis of the developments in the outlined fields during the 
monitored period presents a mixed picture.  On the one hand, some 
gestures of the Belarusian authorities (e.g. the registration of the For 
Freedom Movement or the return of two newspapers to the retail kiosks) 
attest to certain improvements in the status quo ante. On the other 
hand, these few gestures are easily reversible. With the current 
authoritarian regime in Belarus, significant progress may only be made if 
steps relating to issues of the freedom of media, enhanced human 
rights, and personal freedoms, are enshrined in a legal framework that 
is transparent and binding on the Belarusian authorities. Statutory 
provision will render the progress irreversible, and will also provide 
additional confidence to Belarusian NGOs, the independent media and 
the society at large. The question arises whether the EU will succeed in 
finding appealing incentives for Belarus to keep up sustainable progress 
towards democratisation, respect for human rights and the rule of law.  
 
KEY DEVELOPMENTS 
 
· Although the conduct of the autumn parliamentary election 
campaign was disappointing to the West, some “minor 
improvements” have been recorded in the electoral process by 
international observers1. The release of the remaining internationally 
recognised political prisoners in August 2008 paved the way to an 
unprecedented engagement of the West with the government of 
Aliaksandr Lukashenka. The visit of the Finnish Foreign Minister and the 
OSCE Chairman-in-Office Alexander Stubb on 7 October to Minsk opened a 
                                                   
1 The Statement of the Preliminary Conclusions of OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission, Belarus, 28 
September Parliamentary Elections, http://www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2008/09/33271_en.pdf 
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series of high-level political exchanges between the EU and Belarus. The 
basis for this visit had been laid in the 13 October EU Council decision,2 
which lifted travel restrictions previously imposed on a number of top 
Belarusian officials, including President Lukashenka, and opened the door 
for high-level political contacts. The decision has become one of the most 
significant events in the development of EU-Belarus relations over the past 
two years and can be considered a real diplomatic breakthrough for the 
Belarusian authorities. At the same time, it indicated the EU’s fatigue with 
the conservation of the status quo in Belarus and the readiness of the 
European Union to pursue the strategy of proactive engagement with the 
country. 
 
· The Belarusian government, having found itself in the new geo-
political reality of the post Russia-Georgia war and against the 
background of the encroaching financial crisis, quickly realised 
that relying solely on Russia would have more serious 
consequences, not only for the country’s sovereignty but for the 
regime itself, than playing the game by some of the ‘European 
rules.’ At the opening of the 11th Minsk Forum on 13 November, Head of 
the Belarusian Presidential Administration Uladzimir Makey made a strong 
political statement in this regard, stressing that the “Belarusian authorities 
are ready for an open and responsible discussion of all problems that exist 
in EU-Belarus relations… and want to continue the steps towards closer 
cooperation with the EU on the basis of the principles of mutual respect 
and equality… [ the Belarusian Government] wants not just the discussion, 
but also do the implementation of concrete steps in the nearest future.”3 
The Belarusian authorities subsequently welcomed the launch of the 
Eastern Partnership Initiative and voiced their intention to participate in it. 
Following the declaration, the Belarusian Government and the European 
Commission signed a special Framework Agreement and its accompanying 
Protocol, thereby creating a legal basis for implementing ЕU programmes.  
 
· The analysis of further developments, however, indicates that the 
Belarusian side is interested and prepared to liaise constructively 
with the European Union insofar as economic and trade issues are 
concerned, but appears much less keen to step up cooperation in 
the field of human rights and the rule of law. During the 5–6 
November Minsk visit of the Deputy Director General of the European 
Commission’s Directorate for External Relations, Hugo Mingarelli, the 
Belarusian government confirmed its interest in technical cooperation with 
the EU with particular focus on standards and certification, such as in the 
field of food safety stressing that such cooperation should not be linked to 
political issues. Subsequently, while receiving the Head of the EC 
Delegation to Ukraine and Belarus, Jose Manuel Pinto Teixeira, on 18 
December, Belarus’ Deputy Prime Minister Kabyakou underlined the 
interest of Belarus in intensifying trade between the country and the 
European Union, as well as the need to draft a new Partnership and 
Cooperation Agreement with Belarus, including a new temporary trade 
agreement4.  
                                                   
2 Council Conclusions on Belarus, 2897th External Relations Council meeting, Luxembourg, 13 October 2008 
3 Belarus Non-Paper, 19 November 2008.  
4 The previous PAC with Belarus was signed in 1995 and frozen in 1997.  
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· Realising that the process of normalising relations with Belarus 
can easily slip off its political agenda, the EU has adopted a 
cautious stance towards the negotiation process. Pointing out to the 
Belarusian government their interest in the dialogue in all directions, 
including the political one, European officials indicated that the elaboration 
of the new PCA, or the ratification of the previous one, would depend on 
the progress towards democratisation in Belarus. Furthermore, the 
European Union delineated five areas (enshrined in the 13 October 
European Council decision) in which positive developments have to be 
initiated by the Belarus government by April 2009, when the revision of 
the decision on the visa sanction for top Belarusian officials will be put 
back on the agenda of the EU Council.  The five key points come from the 
12 proposals to Belarus formulated by the European Commission in 
November 2006. They stipulate that there should be no backtracking on 
political prisoners, that the Belarusian authorities continue cooperating 
with the OSCE/ODIHR on the improvement of the electoral legislation; 
take convincing steps to ensure the independence of the media and the 
freedom of assembly and association, and provide better conditions for 
registration and work of NGOs.  
 
 
EU’S “12 POINTS” – WHAT HAS BEEN DONE?  
 
1. Respect the right of the people of Belarus to elect their leaders 
democratically – their right to hear all views and see all election candidates; the 
right of opposition candidates and supporters to campaign without harassment, 
prosecution or imprisonment; independent observation of the elections, including 
by Belarusian non-governmental organizations; their freedom to express their will 
and have their vote fairly counted; 
 
On 9 October, the Presidium of the Political Council of the United Democratic Forces 
(UDF) declared that the parliamentary elections did not meet democratic standards and 
that their results were largely falsified. In adopting a resolution on Belarus on the same 
day, the European Parliament regretted that the significant progress, which the EU had 
hoped for in the democratic development of Belarus, did not materialise and that, despite 
some minor improvements, the 28 September parliamentary elections in Belarus fell 
short of international standards.  
 
The Central Election Commission (CEC) received 35 complaints from former candidates 
following the announcement of the election results. At its session of 13 October, the CEC 
rejected 27 complaints, whilst 5 more complaints were turned down on 24 October. As, 
according to the Belarusian legislation, CEC decisions on election results are final and 
cannot be appealed further, the candidates have thus been left unable to prove their 
case. 
 
2. Respect the right of the people of Belarus to independent information, 
and to express themselves freely e.g. by allowing journalists to work without 
harassment or prosecution, not shutting down newspapers or preventing their 
distribution; 
 
The observed period saw the re-installment of the rights of two important privately-
owned Belarusian periodicals, Narodnaya Volya and Nasha Niva, which in 2006 were 
pushed out to be printed abroad and subsequently barred from the state monopolist 
postal and retail distribution. Following the pledge by Head of the Presidential 
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Administration Makey in November, the newspapers started re-appearing at 
Belsayuzdruk newsagents throughout the country. This marks a considerable step 
forward  the status quo ante, as the two periodicals have been among the leading 
publications and enjoyed a high readership. The trend, however, has to be monitored 
further in the light of the initial observations, which point to the fact that only a relatively 
low number of copies seem to reach the newsagents, particularly in the provinces.  
 
Against the backdrop of the aforementioned positive development, journalists continued 
to be affected by the restrictive measures against peaceful assembly during the 
monitored period. On 19 November, photo journalist Uladz Hrydzin, while following youth 
activists of the Belarusian Popular Front Party distributing leaflets with the text of the 
Declaration of Students’ Rights, was detained by Belarusian National Technical University 
guards and subsequently taken to the local police. On 10 December, the Leninski district 
police of Hrodna detained freelance journalist Ivan Roman, who was reporting from an 
event organized by local human rights activists to mark the 60th anniversary of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  
 
The officially registered Novy Chas weekly appeared to be a particular subject of attacks 
on the independent press in the observed period. On 21 November, members of the 
“Young Democrats” Pashkevich and Barysevich were detained in the premises of the 
Minsk Savetski District administration while distributing the paper, and subsequently 
taken to the police. Similary, on 16 December, action was taken against United Civic 
Party (UCP) activists Kavalhin and Shakal by the Leninski District administration of Minsk, 
whilst the Astravets Administration of Hrodna drew a ‘violation report’ against opposition 
activist Kruk for the same activity, threatening to forward it on to the police, on 11 
December.  
 
The trend of initiating court trials on charges of disseminating information of false or 
extremist character saw a contrasting development in the monitored period. On 16 
December, the Prosecutor General’s office issued official warnings to the UCP Chair 
Liabedzka and the leader of the “Young Democrats” Pashkevich for alleged links with the 
Glotok Svobody non-registered periodical, which had published articles on allegedly 
illegal sale of weapons abroad. In a positive light, however, on 5 November, the Hrodna 
Oblast Court reversed the verdict of the Iuye District Court which had found extremist 
the materials published in the August issue of an unregistered newspaper Svaboda, and 
returned the case for further consideration.   
 
In a separate development, on 10 November, President Lukashenka signed the law On 
Information, Informatization and Information Protection. According to an expert opinion, 
the new law grants the state a monopolist right on all kinds of information pertaining to 
political, social and economic affairs and as such, substantially reduces the information 
environment in Belarus. The developments in this field are to be monitored within the 
next months, following enactment of the law, to ascertain its effect on the freedom of 
expression. 
 
3. Respect the rights of non-governmental organizations as a vital part 
of a healthy democracy – by no longer hindering their legal existence, harassing 
and prosecuting members of NGOs, and allowing them to receive international 
assistance; 
 
The monitored period was marked by the eventual registration of the Movement For 
Freedom NGO, led by the former presidential candidate Aliaksandr Milinkevich, on 17 
December. The organization had been making attempts to get registered since 2007, but 
the Belarus’ Ministry of Justice had denied the registration three times citing technical 
irregularities in the organization’s registration documents as the reason for the denial. 
The EU Commissioner for External Relations Benita Ferrero-Waldner welcomed the 
registration of the Movement For Freedom as a “step in the right direction towards 
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respect of NGO rights and for freedom of assembly that the EU has been consistently 
calling for.”   
 
In an earlier contrary move, on 16 October the Ministry of Justice denied registration to 
an association of Belarusian pensioners Our Generation on the grounds of alleged 
discrepancies in the declarations of its members.  
 
During the monitored period, the authorities continued to abstain from enacting Art. 193-
1 of the Criminal Code prosecuting unauthorized civil activities. Nevertheless, the legal 
mechanism for repression remained in place. By the same token, the tax evasion charges 
were not lifted from the Belarusian Helsinki Committee, which, following a 2007 court 
ruling that it is liable for back taxes, remained under threat of closure. 
 
4. Release all political prisoners – members of democratic opposition 
parties, members of NGOs and ordinary citizens arrested at peaceful 
demonstrations or meetings; 
 
Alyaksandr Barazenka, a participant in the “Entrepreneurs’ March” that resulted in 
massive clashes with the police on 10 January 2008, was arrested and put on trial on 27 
October. Barazenka, who was supposed to be tried among others in the so-called “Case 
of 14”, escaped trial in the spring of 2008 while pursuing his studies abroad. Barazenka 
was accused by the authorities of hiding from the law enforcement agencies, although he 
claimed never having received the summons. On 9 December, Barazenka was found 
guilty of “participating in mass disorders” and was sentenced to one year of “restricted 
freedom” (compulsory labour). 
 
5. Properly and independently investigate or review the cases of 
disappeared persons; 
 
On 29 December, human rights activist Aleh Vouchak, who represents the interests of 
the family of abducted former Interior Minister Yury Zakharanka, was notified that the 
investigation of the abduction was to be prolonged until 24 March 2009, with investigator 
Varauka, (responsible for particularly important cases), put in charge of the 
investigation. 
 
6. Ensure the right of the people of Belarus to an independent and 
impartial judicial system – with judges who are not subject to political 
pressure, and without arbitrary and unfounded criminal prosecution or 
politically-motivated judgments such as locking-up citizens who peacefully 
express their views; 
 
On 17 November, President Lukashenka stated that a number of high-profile officials of 
security services, law enforcement agencies and the judiciary had been involved in 
various corruption deals of illegal appropriation of real estate in and near Minsk, and 
called for their immediate removal and prosecution. Among those sacked were several 
judges notoriously known for handing down harsh sentences on opposition activists on 
widely-believed politically-motivated charges. However, one of the judges implicated by 
Lukashenka, Central District Court judge Valery Esman, was permitted to preside over 
Alyaksandr Barazenka’s trial. 
 
7. End arbitrary arrest and detention, and ill-treatment; 
 
 
In a positive development in November, criminal charges against Mikhail Sharamet from 
the Malady Front, leader of the Right Alliance Yury Karetnikau and human rights activist 
Illia Bohdan, who had been suspects in the 3 July Minsk blast, were dropped. At the 
same time, police continued to dispel unauthorized protest rallies, such as pickets in front 
of the pre-trial detention centre calling for the release of Alyaksandr Barazenka, although 
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largely abstaining from beating the protesters. However, on 8 December, former political 
prisoner Andrei Kim was beaten up at the entrance of the court when trying to attend 
Barazenka’s trial. Several activists, including youth leader Artur Finkevich, were pre-
emptively detained on the eve of the 16 October event, organized by the opposition to 
commemorate the day of the politicians who disappeared in 1999. On 10 December, two 
human rights activists were detained in Mahileu while distributing copies of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. 
 
U.S. citizen Emmanuel Zeltser, sentenced to three years in jail for commercial espionage, 
alleged to be prosecuted at the request of Boris Berezovsky for his interference in a 
commercial dispute affecting this former Russian tycoon, remained in jail despite his 
worsening health condition. Zeltser was denied access to an independent doctor in 
December, and his relatives expressed worries that he could die in jail. 
 
8. Respect the rights of the people of Belarus as workers – their right to 
join a trade union and the right of trade unions to work to defend the people’s 
rights; 
 
In October–December 2008, the authorities did not fundamentally change their attitude 
towards independent trade unions, but some positive steps were nevertheless recorded. 
On 19 November, the ILO Administrative Council issued a report on Belarus drafted by 
the Committee for Freedom of Association, which stated that although some positive 
steps towards the right to join trade unions had been noted, the current situation 
required significant improvement. Such areas as registration of trade unions and fixed-
term employment contracts remain of particular concern: local trade union offices are 
still pending registration in Mogilev, Baranovichi, Gomel, Smolevichi, and Rechitsa, whilst 
presidential Decree No. 2 still requires a legal address as a pre-requisite for registration 
of a primary organization. In addition, the use of fixed-term contracts remains 
widespread, and over 90% of workers are employed via such type of contracts. 
 
During the monitored period, workers protested in some localities against wage delays, 
believed to be caused by the impact of the global financial crisis. Delayed wages were 
ultimately paid.  
 
In December, Belarusian authorities made a positive step towards independent trade 
union organizations (i.e. all those which are not affiliated with the FTUB). In particular, 
the Belarusian government took a decision to reduce their rent ten-fold. The restoration 
of the reduction index, which was abolished in April 2008, is a measure widely believed 
to have been taken under pressure from the ILO. 
 
9. Respect the rights of the people of Belarus as entrepreneurs to operate 
without excessive intervention by the authorities; 
 
Over the period of October–December 2008, the authorities displayed a mixed stance 
towards private entrepreneurs and the private sector in general. One of the most 
important developments was the initial adoption of the legislation (effective as of January 
1, 2009) that would abolish the right of small entrepreneurs to import goods from Russia 
by means of a special regime. The abolition of the special regime could have entailed 
significantly higher costs for entrepreneurs and in certain instances even resulted in the 
closure of their businesses. The government motivated the need to initiate such a 
measure by the need to tackle smuggling. However, the adoption of the law caused 
serious discontent and protests of entrepreneurs across Belarus. In response to these 
protests, on 24 December president Lukashenka issued Edict No. 703 which extended  
the use of the simplified imports regime (i.e. small-scale entrepreneurs could pay fixed 
VAT instead of paying customs duty when importing goods from Russia for subsequent 
sale in Belarus).While the re-installment of the simplified regime can be classified as an 
adequate positive response to the discontentment of entrepreneurs, the same law, 
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however, empowers local authorities to introduce higher tax rates for private 
entrepreneurs operating locally, thereby negatively affecting their turnover. 
 
In another positive development, at the end of November, the Ministry of Economy of 
Belarus abolished a 30% mark-up previously charged for the import of flowers, thereby 
easing the burden that flower sellers had to endure, and the volume of flower imports 
began to grow after an earlier considerable reduction. 
 
Some sectors of the economy could witness changes in 2009 if certain decisions 
proposed in 2008wereto materialize. One of them deserves special mention. The Ministry 
of Sports and Tourism drafted legislation to change the conditions for operation of the 
gambling industry in Belarus. Out of the 300 companies operating in this market, only a 
handful are large ones, while the vast majority are small-scale firms, employing on 
average no more than 4–5 people. The draft law contains, inter alia, provisions 
stipulating a drastic increase of a statutory fund as well as higher tax rates. If adopted, a 
great number of the small companies (owned by private entrepreneurs) would have to 
close down. 
 
In a positive development, in October 2008, the government of Belarus introduced the 
lowest income tax rate in Europe, namely 12 % to come into effect in 2009, as a 
measure to reduce the size of the informal sector. 
 
Overall, the extension of the preferential conditions for the import of goods from Russia 
for small entrepreneurs, some simplification of the registration procedures and relaxation 
of controls over a number of economic activities along with the tax reform – all can be 
qualified as undoubtedly positive measures. 
 
10. Respect the rights and freedoms of those Belarusian citizens who belong 
to national minorities; 
 
No developments recorded during the monitored period. 
 
11. Join the other nations of Europe in abolishing the death penalty; 
 
No developments recorded during the monitored period. 
 
12. Make use of the support which the OSCE, the EU and other 
organizations offer to Belarus to help it respect the rights of its people. 
 
The period between October and December 2008 inclusive saw a sustained attempt by 
the Belarusian government to bolster its cooperation with European international 
institutions both in response to the 13 October lifting of the visa ban and in the light of 
the 6 month allotted period as a means to demonstrate Belarus’ readiness to engage in a 
constructive dialogue with the EU. A raft of events occurred within this context, including 
an endorsement of the European Union’s Eastern Partnership Initiative; the organisation 
of a conference on online media sources jointly with the OSCE; an unprecedentedly early 
extension of the mandate of the OSCE Office in Minsk; a signing of a framework 
agreement with the European Commission; and an invitation to the OSCE/ODIHR to 
discuss its recommendations with regard to the electoral process in Belarus. Further re-
assurance of the Belarusian authorities’ commitment to engage proactively with the EU 
was conveyed to the EU leadership during the course of the high-ranking meetings which 
took place over the monitored period. 
